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ABSTRACT 
MARISA GONZALES 
GREEN BURIAL: REWORKING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
DEATH AND SOCIETY 
AUGUST2009 
This study explores the recently emerging green burial movement in the United 
States and the potential impact that it may have on American attitudes towards death and 
dying. This movement began as an alternative to costly and environmentally detrimental 
traditional burial practices. Expansion of this movement may contribute to a return to a 
more agrarian model of death could help to restructure the relationship between death and 
society. 
To gain a better understanding of American attitudes towards green burial data 
from the 2007 AAPR Funeral and Burial Planners Survey were analyzed. Bivariate 
analysis was performed to identify the most significant predictors of support for green 
burial. Findings indicate that respondents with higher educational levels, higher SES 
standing, and younger respondents were more supportive of green burial. Implications of 
the findings are discussed and suggestions for future research are offered. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Purpose of the Study 
Within the past fifty years, due in part to works such as Jessica Mitford 's (1963) 
The American Way ofDeath, the American funeral industry has come under much 
scrutiny for its exploitation of the bereaved. Everything from the price of caskets to the 
necessity of embalming has been questioned and critiqued in both popular media and 
academia. Yet the idea of the traditional funeral is so closely associated with what is 
considered a "proper burial" (Davies 2005) and ingrained into American culture that few 
alternatives to the status quo have had much success. Within the past twenty years the 
discussion surrounding the American funeral industry has shifted from concern with the 
financially exploitative aspects of the business to that of its detrimental effects on the 
environment. 
What is known today as traditional burial and preparation for burial practices in 
the United States began during a time period known as the "modernist era" of the early 
1900's (Moller 1996). This era represented a transition from an overwhelmingly 
agrarian, pre-modem world to an industrial and modem one (Howarth and Jupp 1996). 
Death in agrarian society was labeled by Moller as a "tame" death. By contrast, in the 
early industrial society of the time, death became something to be fought against, avoided 
in conversation and feared. 
1 
In terms of burial customs this transition was reflected in the removal of care of 
the deceased from the family and community to that of professionals, most commonly the 
undertaker. This removal of death from the public sector, or "social death" (Davies 
2005), represented a drastic change in its meaning to and relationship with society. This 
was often utilized and manipulated by the funeral industry in their endeavor to "protect 
the public from the disorder of death and create the "magic" of a funeral" (Bartlett and 
Riches 2007). 
In addition to the damage done to this relationship between society and death the 
effects of the funeral industry on the environment are immense. It is estimated that in 
each year 827,060 gallons of formaldehyde for embalming, 30 million feet of hardwood 
and 90,272 tons of steel for caskets, 14,000 tons of steel and 1,636,000 tons of reinforced 
concrete for vaults are buried in cemeteries across the United States (McClausland 2008). 
Negative health effects due to exposure to harmful chemicals are also noted among 
workers within the funeral industry (Holness and Nethercott 1989). 
In response to both the growing dissatisfaction with the traditional cultural 
approach to death as well as the environmental impact of the funeral industry, the "green 
burial" movement has developed (McCausland 2008). "Green burial" is a term that refers 
to burial and burial preparations choices that are more environmentally sound and require 
fewer natural resources than a traditional American funeral. Such options include burial 
without embalming the body, use of a burial shroud, cardboard or other biodegradable 
coffin or burial without a vault. These arrangements can be made and implemented by the 
family, a funeral director or with the assistance of a professional death midwife. 
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The green burial movement has gained substantial momentum over the past 
fifteen years. It is regarded as part of the larger environmental movement, one of the most 
successful social movements of the last half of the twentieth century both here in the U.S. 
as well as in Europe (Dalton 1994; Dunlap and Mertig 1992). This alternative offers its 
adherents both an environmentally friendly means of burial and an opportunity to 
reconstruct the relationship that American society has with death. Further, by this 
reconstruction of the relationship that individuals have with both the environment and 
death burial is no longer viewed as only a social and cultural ceremony, it additionally 
becomes considered for its function as a means of waste disposal (Wirzba 2003). Placing 
burial in this context may seem incomprehensible to a society that annually spends $20 
billion each year on funerals (Stubbe 2007). However given growing concern over 
limited burial space and environmental contamination could cause the number of 
individuals interested in natural burial to increase. 
The purpose of this thesis is to explore the green burial movement from a 
sociological perspective. More specifically, this thesis will use data from a recent survey 
provided by the AARP (American Association of Retired Persons) to examine predictors 
of support for green burial in the US. The goal is to gain a clearer perspective on 
characteristics of supporters of this movement. 
Rationale 
The green burial movement in the United States is a recent and still emerging 
social phenomenon modeled after similar movements in Great Britain and Canada 
(Kaufman 1998). Thus there is relatively little research of any sort available on this 
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emerging movement. This thesis addresses the lack of literature that examines this 
subject and may be perhaps the first sociological study of the green burial movement. In 
addition, this study will shed light on changing American attitudes towards death and 
dying as a result of the growing alternative burial movement. Theoretically this 
movement is significant because it challenges traditional discourses on death. 
To date, sociologists interested in the issue of death and dying have given little, if 
any, sustained attention to such alternatives to traditional practices and beliefs regarding 
death and dying and to their implications for the way in which Americans think about and 
approach death. This thesis is an initial effort in this direction. 
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
The first section reviews literature concerning the development of the funeral 
industry and burial. The second section presents a historic ethnography of the 
development of the green burial movement in the U.S. This is followed by a section 
examining the literature on green burial. In an effort to contextualize the green burial 
movement with reference to the larger environmental movement, the final section 
reviews literature on correlates of support for the environmental movement. 
The Funeral Industry 
American culture has perpetuated a death fearing and death denying attitude 
through funeral practices and even pop culture (Laddman 2000). This is the result of 
more than a century of funerary practices that have moved the social and physical role of 
the deceased further and further away from the living. This was most commonly 
accomplished by the introduction of the professionalized death care industry or the 
funeral director (Bartlett and Riches 2007). 
History of Deathcare Work 
The idea of observing or keeping watch over the dead during the time between 
death and burial is an ancient practice found in societies all over the world (Puckle 1926). 
Although specific reasons for this practice may have varied by society this practice 
served two practical purposes: it allowed for the hope that the deceased may return to 
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consciousness, and in the event that the latter did not occur it allowed the family and 
friends, so recently accustomed to caring for the sick, to adjust to the new conditions that 
come about with death. Thus, "watching" of the dead became a recognized institution. In 
Christian practices this event was characterized by the offering of special prayers for the 
deceased at a time when the soul might be considered in need of the spiritual support. 
These gatherings of family and friends, in the actual presence of the body, would consist 
of prayer for the soul of the departed and the opportunity to console those afflicted by the 
loss. Puckle suggests that this practice is the origin of the "wake" or "watching." 
Other practices were more formalized and required the assistance of paid workers. 
These included the Jewish "Lykwake" (professional watcher), wailers, mutes and sin 
eaters, socially taking on the sins of the dead (Puckle 1926). Thus began the concept of a 
funeral as a production involving the coordination of workers, burial and feast (Reis 
1991 ). The power and wealth that an individual possessed in life ~ere reflected in the 
extravagance of his or her funeral in many parts of Latin America (V oekel 2002) 
including in parts of the American Southwest (Will de Chaparro 2007). In the Puritanical 
culture that is associated with American colonies lavish and emotion-laden funeral 
ceremonies were viewed as vulgar and were greatly discouraged (Hockey et. al 2001 ). 
However even among these societies it was customary to hand out funerary notices and 
special death cakes (Davies 2005) both of which were produced especially for such 
occasiOns. 
The emergence of these paid positions of death workers laid the ground work for 
the undertaker, a single individual who coordinated all aspects of the wake and burial. In 
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earlier cultures this individual would arrange watchers, wailers, mutes and oversee 
preparations for the funeral feast (Davies, 2005). At the beginning of the nineteenth 
century the role of the undertaker shifted from that of a social event coordinator to one of 
a medicalized professional, but one still capable of pulling together all aspects of the 
funeral. 
Modern Death 
The contemporary relationship between society and death began during the 
"modernist era" of the nineteenth century. Advances in the fields of medicine and human 
anatomy characterized this time period of early modernity (Davies 2005). As 
industrialization began people moved from agrarian and family based living situations 
into cities and among strangers (Wirzba 2003). With this change came new meaning of 
death and burial. Moller (1996:25) paraphrases Weber in stating that "beaucratization of 
society removed many social functions from family and fellowship networks and placed 
them in autonomous institutions that are independent of emotional ties." As this happens 
the role of formal caretakers of the dead emerges. At the same time concerns over burial 
space and close physical proximity to the living became an issue (Will de Chaparro 2007) 
fueled by increased medical understanding of bacteria and contamination (Sappol 2004). 
Interest in death and corpses was not limited to students in medical schools. 
"Popular anatomy" as it was referred to could be easily found in magazines and 
newspapers, and the wealthy would even acquire bodies to be dissected in their homes 
during parties (Moller 1996; Sappol2004). Necrophilia became a common theme in 
popular literature (Davies 2005). Thus Moller argues that during this time frame the dead 
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body was seen to have two important social values: a.) as a source of macabre eroticism 
and b.) as a means of furthering knowledge about life (Moller 1996, pg. 10). This 
"modernist" approach to death and dying was a drastic change from earlier agrarian 
ways. Berry (2003) writes that the difference between industrialism and agrarianism 
defines the most fundamental human difference and represents two very opposite ways of 
looking at ourselves, other creatures and the world. In the industrial worldview death was 
medicalized, eroticized and ultimately feared. In agrarian societies death was viewed as 
something respected, inevitable and simply part of the "circle oflife" (Feagan 2007; 
Wirzba 2003). In this more accepting approach the dying were surrounded and supported 
by family and friends up until the fmal moment of death. The body would then be bathed 
and dressed by family members and laid out in the home for the community to come and 
pay their last respects while the local cabinetmaker would fashion a coffm using 
materials purchased from the local general store (Moller 1996). Burial would take place 
within a few days on a family plot or in a small community cemetery (Wirzba 2003) and 
would be followed by a gathering with food and drink to honor the dead. 
The agrarian acceptance of death came from earlier notions of the "good" or 
"tame' death (Moller 1996; Will de Chaparro 2007) that date back to the European 
Middle Ages. Here death and dying were characterized by tranquility and acceptance. 
Death was very much a communal and public act tied to very specific anticipated rituals 
surrounding mourning and the deathbed (Moller 1996). It was through these rituals that 
the dying individual was guaranteed a "good" death and, it was hoped, divine salvation 
(Davies 2005). 
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Death in contemporary American society is overwhelmingly facilitated by the 
medical field, where the dying are removed from the public sphere and into specialized 
institutions: hospitals, nursing homes and hospices (Moller 1996). Upon death the 
deceased are completely removed from family and friends and placed in morgues to 
await the funeral directors, who will take complete charge over them until they are buried 
or cremated. This process occurs in a quick and well-organized manner (Moller 1996) 
often with consideration for easing the work of the embalmer in mind (Harvey 2001). 
Consequently we now live in a society in which when someone dies it is assumed that a 
funeral home will step in and take care of arrangements and the necessity of the "funeral 
package" including such things as embalming, makeup and carefully selected clothing, 
coffin, vault and even electronic memorials are not even questioned. This arrangement 
has considerable impact upon us as both consumers and in terms of maintaining social 
distance from death. In his dissertation on the funeral industry in Japan Hikaru Suzuki 
writes: 
The argument of the model is that the interactions among consumers, values, and 
industries are all responsible for the change, reproduction and continuation of 
cultural values and practices. People's satisfaction with products and services and 
their consumption patterns demonstrate current cultural values and practices. 
These values and the repetition of these practices lead to mass production and 
mass consumption, which in turn helps generate ranges of heterogeneous forms 
and shapes within an over all homogeneous cultural structure. Finally the 
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commoditization of a product serves as an opportunity to mediate changes in a 
culture (Suzuki, 200 I, p. 6). 
Suzuki is suggesting that the commodified product influences the needs and tastes 
of the consumer and not, as one might think, the other way around. In the funeral industry 
this means that the undertaker designates what products and services are needed, the need 
being a proper or respectable funeral- then sells these to the bereaved. Given that this is a 
profit driven and competitive industry the opportunity to create more and expensive 
funerary "needs" is inevitable. As the previous two sections illustrate, the vocation of the 
undertaker slowly came into being by unifying and monopolizing the services and 
resources considered necessary in order to produce an American funeral. In doing so the 
funeral industry has had a homogenizing effect on the cultural ceremony of the funeral, 
turning from a simple ritual consisting of the removal of the deceased from the living 
society to a consumable product that has jaded societal attitudes towards death and dying. 
If Suzuki's argument holds, then the same mechanisms that led us to these current 
practices can just as easily reintegrate death into society by way of "products" such as 
green burial. Minimizing the social distance between individuals and death may aid in 
diminishing the fear society bears towards death, thus, allowing for a new relationship 
between attitudes and perceptions of death and society to emerge. 
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Historic Ethnography 
To better understand the green burial movement as a social phenomenon this 
section presents a brief ethnography of some of the pioneers of the movement in the U.S. 
Each of these individuals has demonstrated great passion and dedication to their work in 
the field of death care, environmental conservation and green burial. For these four 
individuals the path to work in this field has been a combination of unique experiences 
both professionally and personally. 
Dr. William Campbell - Memorial Ecosystems and Founder of Ramsey Creek Preserve 
Dr. William (Billy) Campbell, MD, founder of Ramsey Creek Preserve, was born 
and raised in the foothills of western South Carolina's mountains. As a child growing up 
he took great interest in spending time in the woods and fields that surrounded his family 
farm outside of Westminster. In 1977 he graduated from Emory University with a B.S. in 
Biology and in 1981 from the Medical University ofSouth Carolina with his M.D. In 
1984 he returned home to Westminster to practice medicine and has been the town's only 
physician since 1994. 
Campbell's interest in natural burial began with an 8th grade teacher who shared 
with the class his desire to be buried in a burlap bag and have a tree planted over him. At 
Emory he became interested in death studies after reading Jessica Mitford's The 
American Way of Death and Ernest Becker's The Denial of Death. In medical school 
Campbell attributed his growing interest in death care to spending many hours in a room 
full of cadavers. After reading a medical anthropology text that included a description of 
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New Guinea "spirit forests" he had the idea of creating a new type of memorial park that 
would both conserve land and provide space for burial. 
After the unexpected death ofhis father in 1985, Campbell, his brother and his 
brother in-law took care of funeral and burial arrangements. The experience left him 
unsatisfied, as he felt that the funeral homes take advantage of people's grief in order to 
sell them expensive and seemingly unnecessary services. This strengthened his 
conviction of the importance of conservation burial and his desire to pursue a career in 
this field. He spent the next 10 years speaking about death care as a tool for conservation, 
then in 1996 Campbell and his wife Kimberley founded Memorial Ecosystems. 
Finally, in 1998 Billy Campbell's dream became a reality when he opened 
Ramsey Creek Preserve, the first green burial preserve in the United States, in South 
Carolina. Everything that goes into the earth at the preserve is carefully restricted. Only 
native trees and flowers are allowed. Bodies are placed in the earth un-embalmed in 
plain, pine caskets or biodegradable burial shrouds. Simple stones mark gravesites. For 
long term tracking GPS technology is utilized to distinguish individual burial locations. 
Joe Shehee - Director, Green Burial Council 
To strengthen the alternative burial movement the Green Burial Council was 
established in 1995 by ecological design pioneer Joe Shehee, a former Jesuit lay minister 
who had previously done strategic communications work for the cemetery and funeral 
industries. In addition to this work, Shehee has been involved in social advocacy. Like 
Campbell, he desired to pursue an endeavor of his own making. In following with this 
mission Shehee and his family moved just out side of Joshua Tree National Park in 
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California. His plan was to build an ecological retreat named "The Pilgrimage," a place 
where people could seek solace in the barren terrain. For two years Shehee oversaw the 
building of the retreat. During that time he lost interest in the project and became more 
concerned with the landscape itself as an endangered resource and one that he wanted to 
work to preserve. He had thought that the move to California would distance him from 
death care, though the opposite proved to be true. Working on "The Pilgrimage" and 
isolated from urban life Shehee took notice of things that he was previously unaware of. 
In the April 2008 edition of the American Funeral Director, he is quoted as stating of this 
experience, "I saw how much life and death are intertwined in nature. And I wondered 
why so much of conventional death care seems so devoid of life-especially cemeteries. 
There are coiffed grounds but nothing natural." With the support of his wife Shehee sold 
their home and used the money to establish the Green Burial Council in 2005. The 
mission of this organization is to promote ethical and environmentally sustainable death 
care practices. It is Shehee's intention that the council will help people see the burial 
process as a means of assisting in the restoration and preservation of natural areas. The 
Green Burial Council works closely with other conservation and environmental groups, 
including Memorial Ecosystems and Eternal Reefs, to promote and educate on natural 
burial practices to both the consumer and funeral directors. One of the Council's most 
important initiatives has been its approval of funeral homes that offer a Green Burial 
Package, an idea that came from Thomas Lynch, owner of Lynch and Sons Funeral 
Directors in Michigan. The intent is for funeral homes to offer environmentally-conscious 
consumers a "green" alternative to the traditional burial package. Through this endeavor 
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the Council has been able to work closely with funeral directors in developing different 
techniques for preparing and presenting bodies with out formaldehyde-based embalming 
fluids or other chemicals. 
Don Brawley- Founder of Eternal Reefs 
In May of 1998 Eternal Reefs cast its first memorial reef into the ocean off of the 
Florida Keys. The idea behind this organization began not as a burial alternative but as a 
solution to an environmental problem. While in college in the late 1980's founder Don 
Brawley and his roommate spent their breaks diving in the Florida Keys and over the 
years took notice of the deterioration and degradation of the reefs. After graduating from 
college Brawley wanted to contribute to the restoration and protection of the fragile reef 
eco system. Thus the concept of the reef ball was born utilizing material that would 
replicate the natural marine environment and attract marine life. In 1990 the Reef Ball 
Development Group and the Reef Ball Foundation completed the first reef ball project 
near Ft. Lauderdale. Since that time over 3,500 similar projects have been launched 
around the world, placing over 400,000 reef balls on the ocean floor. In 1998 Carleton 
Glen Palmer, Don Brawley's father-in-law, told Brawley that when he died he wanted to 
have his cremated remains put into a reef and released into the ocean. Shortly after he 
made this request, Palmer died and on May 1, 1998 Brawley honored his request by 
launching a reef ball bearing Palmer's remains off of Saratosa. In the historic 
background, posted on the organizations website, Brawley wrote that Palmer made this 
request because, "he (Palmer) couldn't think of a more beautiful place to be laid to rest." 
A short time after Palmer's memorial service, Brawley was reflecting on his father-in-
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laws final wish and realized that if one person felt this way about the reefs, others may as 
wei l. Locally, he began advertising the reef balls as an option for laying to rest cremated 
remains. As the memorial reefs gained popularity in the area, Brawley decided to expand 
advertising and develop a website, giving the organization the name Eternal Reefs and 
expanding services to include allowing family and friends to assist in the making of reef 
balls and accommodations for memorial services and "reef drops." 
Realistically, memorial reefs are not a truly green alternative. The process of 
cremation emits harmful toxins into the air and some people elect to be embalmed before 
their bodies are cremated. Fossil fuels are burned in the transportation process of getting 
the remains to Florida and in the boats taken out to drop the reef. I decided to include 
Eternal Reefs in the discussion for this thesis, regardless of this, for two reasons; first, 
because it still represents an alternative to traditional burial and support for one type of 
burial alternative may indicate a willingness to support another type of alternative. 
Secondly, this type of memorialization still requires the use of fewer natural resources 
than ground burial. The materials used to make the reef balls are non-toxic and 
completely environmentally friendly and environmentally restorative. Thus I concluded 
that this organization promotes a "greener" alternative to a traditional burial and therefore 
merited inclusion. 
Jerrigrace Lyons - Founder/Director of Final Passages and Death Midwife 
Jerrigrace Lyons is included in this ethnography because she is the founder and 
director of an organization that promotes and facilitates green burial and because her 
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work represents the polar opposite of the traditional American funeral and the extreme 
example of natural burial. 
Lyons' background is in the field of spiritual healing. She is a reiki master and 
Trager practitioner. She became involved in death care work when her long time friend 
and reiki mentor Carolyn Whiting died unexpectedly. Whiting had left specific 
instructions about how to care for her body postmortem; no embalming, no autopsy, no 
mortuary- she requested that loved ones bathe and dress her body and then prepare an 
intimate horne memorial. She asked that her ashes be scattered around the world on her 
friends ' travels. Lyons was involved in this entire process and it was this profound 
experience that motivated her to found Final Passages and begin a career as a death 
midwife. 
Based in California, Final Passages is a nonprofit organization that seeks to 
educate people about funeral and burial options. In addition to this mission they also offer 
the services of death midwives to individuals who elect to care for their deceased on their 
own. These death midwives assist with paperwork and obtaining any necessary permits, 
facilitate transportation and the care of a body for a home wake or funeral. Lyons 
believes that home wakes are meaningful rituals that help people let go of their fears 
surrounding death and dying. Clients of Final Passages have even suggested that washing 
and dressing the body of their recently deceased loved one has even allowed them to 
come to terms with the reality of their death in a way that would not have been possible 
in a funeral home. 
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Death midwives are trained in workshops run by Final Passages that educate on at 
home death care including such practical matters as the cleaning of the body, anointing 
with scented waters or oils, the particulars of rigor mortis and proper positioning of dry 
ice under the organs of the deceased. This is also the students ' opportunity to become 
familiar with the death midwife' s tools of the trade; medical gloves, adult diapers, nail 
clippers, alcohol, dry shampoo, make-up, music, essential oils, x-acto knives, suturing 
kits and Krazy Glue (Strubbe 2007). 
Susanne Wiigh-Masak- Head of Promessa Organic AB-Sweden 
Wiigh-Masak is a biologist and engineer from Lars, Sweden who has developed 
what is perhaps the ultimate green burial option and cremation alternative- promession. 
While cremation gained popularity for providing a solution to the amount of land used up 
in traditional burial it has not been considered an ecologically sound alternative due to the 
release of toxins, such as mercury from dental fillings, into the environment as the body 
is burned. In the process of promession bodies are not burned but placed in a 
biodegradable casket and placed in liquid nitrogen and frozen to 196 degrees Celsius. 
This process makes the body very brittle. It is then shaken until it disintegrates into a 
powder. All non-biodegradable parts, such as fillings or prosthetics, are removed by 
machinery. The "premains" are then placed in coffins made from maize or potato starch 
and are returned to the family for burial. A tree is planted over the burial site and it is 
nourished by both coffm and remains. The remains are fully absorbed into the earth 
within about a year. 
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The concept ofpromession has been a twenty year endeavor for Wiigh-Masak. It 
stemmed from a desire to engineer a means of body disposal that would be advantageous 
to the earth. As a biologist, Wiigh-Masak has studied and lectured on the environmental 
aspects of the cycle of life and processes of mulching, burning and rotting. She was 
intrigued by the fact that other types of organic matter returns to the earth and contribute 
to the cycle; but this was typically not the case with human remains- traditional burial 
promotes the rot of a body and cremation renders it unable to be absorbed into the earth. 
This understanding of the difference between decomposition and rotting fueled her 
research into a burial alternative. In an interview with the Daily Undertaker (McNally 
2007), Wiigh-Masak points out that decomposition requires the same conditions that 
sustain life; air, proper moisture and proper temperature. If the correct conditions are in 
place it allows the substance to break down to the nutrient level that can sustain the earth. 
The opposite, rot, occurs when remains are too large for air and soil to break it down in a 
positive manner. For this reason she contends that promession is more environmentally 
sound than green or natural burial in a shroud. 
Since her youth, Wiigh-Masak has had a great interest in science and gardening, 
especially in composting. This interest in science led her to pursue a degree in marine 
biology at the University of Gothenburg. After graduating she and her husband started a 
clam business in addition to a vegetable business that furthered her research in 
composting and would eventually lead to the work that started Promessa Organic AB. 
Currently, only two countries, Sweden and South Korea, have operating 
"promatoriums," facilities that do promession. Others, including the U.S. and the U.K., 
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are looking into making promession possible as well. Should this process become 
available for consumer consumption in the US it would have a tremendous impact on the 
green burial movement, as it would not only offer an additional burial alternative but it 
would also make other alternatives, such as memorial reefs, more ecologically sound. 
Each of these five individuals represent a distinct vein in the US (and global) 
green burial movement. Others have also contributed to the development of this 
movement. While their work has been instrumental in the success that it has seen thus far, 
I selected these five as pioneers of the movement not only because some were among the 
first to advocate for green burial in the US, but also because they represent the full 
variety of options that green burial has to offer. Utilizing their various backgrounds they 
have worked both individually and collectively to promote more environmentally friendly 
means of burial with the intention of saving the environment and as an opportunity to 
provide a more meaningful way of burying or memorializing a deceased loved one. 
Green Burial 
Much of the previous research on the green burial movement has examined the 
detrimental relationship between traditional means of burial and the environment (Feagan 
2007; Kaufman 1998; McCausland 2008; Stowe et al2001). The research concludes that 
the effects have been immense. Virtually no mention of burial alternatives has been 
offered nor is the relationship between burial and attitudes towards death considered. 
In his book A Brief History of Death, Davies states that "the implication of the 
shifting meaning of death in ecological ethics and consumerist individualism could be 
described in terms of ecological immortality; as the issue of waste disposal became a 
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greater concern of ordinary life it should not come as a surprise that the disposal of the 
human body should also come to be seen as part oftbe same general problem" (2005; pg 
86). Is American society prepared to view burial with such an ethos of waste? Could this 
movement represent enough of a shift in structure and values to change the way we 
approach funerals and dying? The funeral home industry generates $20 billion dollars a 
year (Stubbe 2007) and it is certainly in their best interest to keep Americans consuming 
traditional funeral packages. 
There may always be a need for funeral providers, as involvement in burial 
ceremonies aids the bereaved in coming to terms with the death of their loved one and 
initiates the mourning process. Funerals and other ceremonies provide a meaningful way 
for people to act out their feelings and to provide security, identity and confidence 
(Stowe, Schmidt and Green 2001). Suzuki (2001) found that in Japanese culture 
commercial funerals and the highly bureaucratic manner in which they treat death 
decreased fear of death and dying. 
Support for Environmental Movements 
As previously stated the green burial movement is part of the large environmental 
movement. This is due to the large organizational base and staying power that 
environmentalism possesses (Mertig and Dunlap 2001). In addition to this, it bas been 
noted that the movement has significant institutional and cultural effects within most 
industrialized nations and beyond (Buttell992; Dalton 1994). Scott (1990) noted that of 
all contemporary social movements, environmentalism is often considered the one with 
the greatest level of actual and potential public support and represents significant 
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ideological challenges to the status quo (Mertig and Dunlap 2001 ). Further potential 
indicators of support for the movement will be discussed in the following section. 
Income and Education 
lnformation on socioeconomic status is widely varied. While some studies of 
industrialized countries seem to conclude that the environmental movement derives its 
fundamental support from the middle class which are typically more highly educated, 
employed in public services and have incomes in the medium range (Cotgrove and Duff 
1980; Eckersley 1989; Kriesi 1989; and Morrison and Dunlap 1986) others have 
concluded that individuals with lower levels of education and income are more likely 
than others to demonstrate concern for the environment given that they are more likely to 
have immediate experiences with environmental pollution (Nas and Dekker 1996). 
Rohrschneider (1988, 1990) concluded that positive attitudes toward the environment can 
be explained by both general value orientations ('symbolic politics approach') and 
sociotropic evaluations of the state of the environment. 
Regional and Urban/Rural Differences 
Support for environmentalism in the U.S. generally varies by where one lives. 
Previous research that focused on the social bases of environmentalism in the U.S. has 
found that urban residents are more concerned about the environment than rural residents 
(Bennett and McBeth 1998). These rural-urban differences in support were thought to be 
especially high in the West, where extractive-based employment is high. However Jones 
et al. (1999) found these differences were not as pronounced and anticipated that they 
would further diminish as the dependency on the extractive-based sector of the economy 
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declines. Further they found that while support of environmentalism was high in the West 
support for and knowledge of it was growing in other regions of the country such as in 
the Appalachian mountain region. In examining the planning and development of 
waterfronts in Portland, Oregon, Hagerman (2007) found support for environmental 
movements to be especially high in the West. Brown (2006) also found support for 
environmental movements to be strong in the West. This research suggests that there is 
evidence that suggests that support for environmentalism is greatest in the West. 
Race 
The issue of race is relatively well studied in literature based on environmental 
quality. Typically this research is primarily focused on environmental injustice. Hines 
(2007) found that African Americans were disproportionally exposed to pollution from 
chemical plants. Racial minorities demonstrate high levels of environmental concern 
when negatively impacted by pollution and waste (Bullard 2007; Collins and Doolittle 
2006). Communities affected by such injustices have employed various techniques such 
as grassroots coalitions and community based networking to combat environmental 
injustices (Hines 2007). Based on this research it is reasonable to conclude that there are 
differences in support for environmentalism based on race. 
Gender 
The research suggests that women are generally more concerned than men about the 
environment. Studies tend to find that women express greater concern over potential 
environmental risks (Blocker and Eckberg 1989; Davidson and Freudenburg 1996; 
McStay and Dunlap 1983) Many argue that women are generally more concerned about 
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environmental issues that men (Davidson and Freudenburg 1996; VanLiere and Dunlap 
1980). This tends to be the case for a variety of social, cultural, structural and biological 
reasons (Tindall , Davies and Mauboules 2003). It is suggested that since women do more 
nurturing and caring work they are socialized to value cooperation and concern for others 
(Davidson and Freudenburg 1996; Mohai 1992; VanLiere and Dunlap 1980). 
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CHAPTER III 
METHODOLOGY 
This chapter describes the data and the data collection. Research questions 
utilized for this study are given. The dependent and independent variables are introduced 
and discussed. Finally, the data analysis is described and limitations are presented. 
Data and Sample 
Data collected from the 2007 American Association of Retired People (AARP) 
Funeral and Burial Planners survey are used for this analysis. The data are representative 
of the U.S. population of adults 50 and older and includes both AARP members and non-
members. The survey is part of an ongoing AARP research project that studies funeral 
and burial plan decisions of 50+ Americans. This particular year was selected for use 
because it is the fust time information on alternative burial was collected for this survey 
and it is the only national survey that addresses the topic. International Communications 
Research of Media, Pennsylvania conducted the survey in May of 2007 over a ten-day 
period. The data were collected via telephone interviews using a fully replicated, 
stratified, single-stage random-digit dialing sample of telephone households. Both AARP 
members and non-members were targeted for the sample population. The data were 
provided by the AARP Office of Knowledge Management. The total sample size is 
1,089. 
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Variables 
Dependent Variable 
The dependent variable is support for green burial. The data are based on responses to the 
following question: 
I .) "How interested would you be in having a burial that is more environmentally 
friend! y?" (FB-I 7) 
Five response categories were presented in Likert-scale format for the question. Response 
categories ranged from the following: "very interested," "somewhat interested," 
"neutral," "not very interested," and "not interested at all." This variable was collapsed 
and recoded to into two response categories: those who would favor a more 
environmentally friendly burial (recoded as "1 ")and those who would not (recoded as 
"3 "). 
Independent Variables 
In this study, the independent variables are region, income, highest level of education, 
and gender. Region is a nominal-level variable with 4 response categories of"Northeast 
region," "North Central region," "South region" and "West region." Income is an 
ordinal-level variable with 14 response categories. Of these 14 categories two were not 
mutually exclusive. These two were labeled "missing" and excluded from the analysis. 
Education is an ordinal-level variable with the following six response categories; "less 
than high school graduate," "high school graduate or GED certificate," "technical, trade 
or business school," "some college or university work," "college or university graduate," 
or "post graduate or professional schooling after college degree." Sex is a nominal-level 
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variable with the categories of"male" and " female. Age is an ordinal-level variable that 
was originally as an open ended question in which respondents were asked to provide 
their age. Response categories of "refused" and "I don't know" were also provided. This 
resulted in a range of 50 to 91 years. I collapsed this data into the following age 
groupings; "50-59 years", "60-69 years", " 70-79 years", "80-89 years" and "90+." 
Research Questions 
I. Does support for green burial vary by geographic region? 
2. What is the relationship between income and support for green burial? 
3. What is the effect of education on support for green burial? 
4. What is the effect of age on support for green burial? 
Data Analysis 
I ran frequencies on each of the six items representing the independent variables 
and the one representing the dependent variable to insure that the data were clean. After 
doing so I recoded AGE into a new variable (RAGE) to result in fewer response 
categories. INCOME was also recoded and two response categories, "$50,000 and over" 
and "$50,000 and under" were labeled as missing. I removed these categories because 
they were not mutually exclusive. This resulted in 112 cases labeled as missing for this 
variable. The item representing the dependent variable (FUNE) was also recoded (to 
R2FUNE) into a variable with only two response categories (those who would elect a 
green burial and those who would not). After running a descriptive analysis, I ran 
Pearson's correlations and chi square on all of the variables in the analysis. Results for 
both descriptive analysis and correlation matrices are presented in chapter four. 
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Limitations 
There are several limitations within this research project. The primary limitation 
is the lack of previous data from which to draw comparisons or conduct a longitudinal 
study. As stated in the previous chapter, as there is a lack ofliterature available on green 
burial I had to rely on research on environmentalism in general to support the effects of 
the independent variables. The question representing the dependent variable, support for 
green burial, is not an exact measure of support and is simply a proxy for this variable. 
Two separate independent variables, income and education are used in place of the one 
variable socioeconomic status because the data lacks information on occupation, typically 
an important factor when calculating SES. However, it is important to note that given that 
this particular target population is either retired or nearing retirement and therefore 
questions on occupation were not included. An additional limitation is that only adults 
over age 50 were surveyed. Thus information on younger adults is lacking. This is an 
especially important component given that the research shows that in looking at support 
for environmentalism, younger individuals show more support than their older 
counterparts. It would have been beneficial to this research if data were available on 
younger Americans as well. However, it is possible that there is a benefit to looking at 
this particular population as oppose to the younger generations. This older population is 
targeted for this type of research because they are more likely to be thinking about or 
actively planning burial arrangements for themselves, spouses or parents. Also it should 
be noted that support for the movement and actually carrying out these typtls of burial 
plans are entirely different. An additional complexity present in these circumstances is 
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that the issue at hand is ultimately death, and the younger portion of the population is less 
likely to invest much time contemplating their own mortality (Kearl, 2009). Therefore, in 
spite of the initial limitations presented by this variable I decided to include it in this 
analysis. 
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
The following chapter includes a descriptive analysis and presents findings from 
the bivariate analysis. The four research questions are discussed. 
Characteristics of Respondents 
Table 1 displays a descriptive analysis of the dependent and independent 
variables. The average age for respondents was almost 61 years (60.9 years). There were 
significantly more younger respondents than older ones, as 44.6% were in the 50-59 age 
category. Due to the nature of mortality these numbers are acceptable and reflective of 
the larger U.S. population. In actual age, the youngest respondent was 50 and the oldest 
95. There were slightly more females (54%) than males (46%). The majority of 
respondents were white (75%) and reported living in the South Region (39%). Most 
respondents (55.5%) reported having graduated from high school or having some college 
education (36% and 19% respectively). Approximately 32% of the respondents reported 
an annual income between $30,000 and $75,000. 
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Table 1 
Characteristics of Respondents 
Variable N % 
Gender 
Male 501 46.1 
Female 586 53.9 
Age 
50-59 485 44.6 
60-69 316 29.1 
70-79 188 17.3 
80-89 84 7.7 
90-95 14 1.3 
Race* 
White 816 75.1 
Black 103 9.5 
Other 57 5.3 
Refused 30 2.8 
Income* 
<$10,000 80 8.9 
$10,000-$15,000 76 7.0 
$15 ,000-$20,000 67 6.2 
$20,000-$25,000 53 4.9 
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Table 1 cont. 
Characteristics of Respondents 
Variable N % 
Income 
$25,000-$30,000 42 3.7 
$30,000-$40,000 111 10.2 
$40,000-$50,000 75 6.8 
$50,000-$75,000 104 9.6 
$75,000-$100,000 77 7.1 
>$100,000 96 8.8 
Don' t Know 30 2.8 
Refused 139 7.5 
Education* 
<High School 195 17.9 
High School Graduate 396 36.4 
Some College 206 19 
College Graduate 131 12.1 
Graduate School or More 105 9.6 
Technical School/Other 32 3 
Refused 22 2 
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Table 1 cont. 
Characteristics of Respondents 
Variable N 
Geographic Region (U.S.) 
Northeast 189 
North Central 268 
South 421 
West 209 
Note. N= l,087. Source: AARP Funeral and Burial Planners Survey (2007) 
*Totals do not equal I 00% due to missing cases 
Research Questions 
% 
17.4 
24.7 
38.7 
19.2 
The following section addresses results in relation to the original research questions 
presented in the previous chapter. 
Question 1 
What is the relationship between support for green burial and geographic region? 
I expected to find a difference in support for green burial by geographic region. 
Specifically, I expected that support would be greatest in the West since Brown (2006) 
and Hagerman (2007) found that participation and support for environmentalism was 
greatest in the West. The data were not consistent with these findings. As shown in table 
2 the majority of supporters for green burial carne from the South 32% followed by the 
West at 23%. The chi-square test equals 6.708. This suggests a relatively insignificant 
relationship between region and support for green burial. 
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Table 2 
Supportfor Green Burial by Geographic Region 
Yes No 
Region N % N % Total 
Northeast 45 19.7 144 16.7 189 
North Central 57 25 212 24.7 269 
South 73 32 348 40.5 421 
West 53 23.2 156 18.1 209 
All Regions 228 100 860 100 1088* 
Note. X2=6.708. df=3 . p<.l 
*Total does not equal to l 089 due to missing cases 
Question 2 
What is the relationship between income and support for green burial? Table 4 
presents the data on income. I expected to find that middle to higher levels of education 
and middle to lower levels of income would correlate with greater support of green 
burial. 42% of supporters of green burial made over $50,000 per year and 58% of 
supporters made less than this amount annually. The findings from the literature on 
support for environmentalism and SES varied greatly. Cotgrove and Duff (1980), 
Morrison and Dunlap (1986), Kriesi (1989) and Eckersley (1989) all found that in 
industrialized nations support for environmentalism was greatest among individuals with 
middle to higher levels of SES. However my findings are more in agreement with the 
work ofNas and Dekker (1996) who found support to be greatest among individuals with 
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lower SES. The chi-squared statistic is 22.609. This suggests a relatively significant 
relationship between income and support for green burial. 
Table 3 
Support for Green Burial and Income 
Yes 
Income N % 
LT $10,000 14 7.4 
$10,000 LT $15,000 16 8.5 
$1 5,000 LT $20,000 12 6.4 
$20,000 LT $25,000 11 5.9 
$25 ,000 LT $30,000 10 5.3 
$30,000 LT $40,000 20 10.6 
$40,000 L T $50,000 12 6.4 
$50,000 Lt $75,000 32 17 
$75,000 LT $100,000 25 13.3 
$100,000 or more 22 11.7 
Don' t Know 9 4.8 
Refuse 5 2.7 
Total 188 100** 
Note. X2= 22.609 df= 11 P<.05 
*Total does not equal I 089 due to missing cases. 
**Totals do not equal 100% due to missing cases 
No 
N % 
66 8.8 
60 7.9 
55 7.2 
42 5.5 
32 4.2 
90 11.8 
63 8.3 
72 9.5 
52 6.8 
74 9.6 
21 2.8 
134 17.6 
761 100** 
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Total 
80 
76 
67 
53 
42 
110 
75 
104 
77 
96 
47 
139 
949* 
Question 3 
What is the effect of education on support for green burial? Level of education did 
have a relationship with level of support for green burial. Table presents data on this 
variable. Contrary to what I expected, I found that those who reported lower levels of 
education were more likely to support green burial. In fact level of support was found to 
be highest (35%) among those who reported that their highest level of education was a 
high school diploma. As education increased support began to decrease. This supports the 
idea that the movement is perceived as a grassroots effort with interest coming from the 
middle class. The data also supports part of the literature on SES and support for 
environmental movements. Specifically, Nas and Dekker (1996) found that individuals 
with lower incomes and lower levels of education were more likely to be supportive of 
environmentalism as they were more likely to be negatively impacted by environmental 
contamination. The chi-squared statistic is 18.858. This suggests a relatively significant 
relationship between education and support for green burial. 
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Table 4 
Support for Green Burial and Education 
YES NO 
Highest level of Education N % N % Total 
Less than HS Grad 26 11.4 169 19.7 195 
HS Grad 79 34.6 317 80.0 396 
Some College 44 19.3 162 18.9 206 
Graduated College 39 17.1 92 10.7 131 
Graduate School or More 31 13.6 73 8.5 105 
Technical School/Other 5 2.2 28 3.3 33 
Refused 4 1.8 17 2.0 21 
Total 228 100** 858 100** 1086* 
X2= 18.858 df=6 p< .005 
*total not equal to l 089 due to mjssing cases 
**totals not equal to l 00% due to missing cases 
Question 4 
What is the effect of age on support of green burial? Even though the question of 
age presented unique circumstance given the limitations of the sample, I expected that 
greater levels of support would be associated with younger respondents. Of the oldest age 
bracket (90-95) support for green burial was less than I%. As I had anticipated, support 
was greatest among the youngest age group, 50-59 year olds, at 57%. Support steadily 
decreases as age of respondents increases. This corresponds with previous research which 
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suggests that support for environmental movements decreases with age. It is also possible 
that older participants do not state willingness to consider green burial because there may 
be a correlation between advanced age and preplanning of burial arrangements. As such, 
it is possible that these individuals are not considering green burial because they already 
have burial arrangements in place and perhaps already paid for. The chi-squared statistic 
is 19.650. This suggests a relatively significant relationship between age and support for 
green burial. 
Table 5 
Support for Green Burial and Age 
YES NO 
Age N % N % Total 
50-59 130 56.5 355 41.3 
60-69 59 25.7 258 30 
70-79 30 13 159 18.5 
80-89 10 4.3 74 8.6 
90-95 1 .4 13 1.5 
X2= 19.650 df=4 p<.OOJ 
Summary 
Bivariate analyses were used to identify characteristics of supporters of green 
burial. The intent was to examine the possibility that gender, education, income and/or 
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485 
317 
189 
84 
14 
age may have an impact on level of support for this newly emerging movement in the 
U.S. In theory, individuals possessing certain characteristics within these four variables 
would express varying levels of support for green burial based on those socio-
demographic attributes. Basic descriptive analysis revealed that the majority of the 
sample consisted of individuals who were white, living in the south, had some college 
experience and where some where in the 60-69 age range. Approximately equal numbers 
of women and men were surveyed. 
Findings show that support did vary based on conditions of the independent 
variables. Perhaps the most interesting :fmding was the effect of education. Support was 
greatest among individuals who reported their highest level of education as being either a 
high school diploma or some college. Educational attainment beyond and below this was 
correlated with a decrease in support. Further analysis would be necessary to rule out the 
influence of any other variables on this relationship. 
The results from the analysis of region were unexpected and contrary to the 
literature. One possibility is that defining parameters of region could vary from those 
used by International Communications Research for this survey. There is also the 
possibility that supporters of green burial simply vary from supporters of other types of 
environmentalism. 
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CHAPTERV 
DISCUSSION 
The following chapter discusses the results from the previous chapter and the 
implications of these results for the green burial movement in general. This chapter also 
presents a discussion of the cultural implications of the movement and the strained 
relationship between death and society. 
Supporters of Green Burial 
It was my intention to use data results discussed in the previous chapter to learn 
more about who supports this new movement and what are shared characteristics of these 
supporters.Based on the AARP survey data the average supporter was young, for the 
sample this meant that they fell in the 50-59 age range however based on the finding and 
those found in the literature we can assume that younger Americans are more likely to 
support this cause. Whether or not this support translates into the later decision to elect 
this burial option is a subject for future research. Supporters are more likely to be women 
than men. This finding was consistent with the research that women are more likely than 
men to express concern over potential environmental risks (Blocker and Eckberg 1989; 
Davidson and Freudenburg 1996; McStay and Dunlap 1983) and that they are more likely 
than men to be concerned with environmental issues (Davidson and Freudenburg 1996; 
VanLiere and Dunlap 1980). It has been suggested that since women do more nurturing 
and caring work they are socialized to value cooperation and concern for others (Van 
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Liere and Dunlap 1980; Mohai 1992; Davidson and Freudenburg 1996). Additionally, 
data from the survey shows that women were almost twice as likely as men to preplan 
burial arrangements for themselves or someone else. This involvement in preparing burial 
arrangements may also mean that women are more likely than men to have heard of 
green burial and therefore are more open to consider this option. On average, supporters 
were more likely to be living in the South than in any other region. This was an 
unexpected finding since the literature indicated that participation in environmentalism 
was found to be especially high in West states (Brown 2006; Hagerman 2007). One 
possible explanation for tbis inconsistency with the literature bigher level of support for 
green burial in this region may be a result of accessibility. Of the tbirteen operating green 
cemeteries in the U.S. five are located in the South and one more is in the process of 
development (The Center for Natural Burial). It is possible that individuals living in the 
South are more likely to have heard of these options and, are in turn more likely to 
consider them. Close physical proximity to a green cemetery is especially imperative to 
those choosing burial alternative as a means of reducing negative impact on the 
environment. For these individuals sbipping a body or cremated remains two or three 
states away for burial would have the same negative implications as utilizing a traditional 
cemetery. On average the majority of green burial supporters earned less than $50,000 a 
year and did not have high levels of education. Nas and Dekker (1996) found that 
individuals with lower levels of education and income are more likely than others to 
demonstrate concern for the environment given that they are more likely to have 
immediate experiences with environmental pollution. Income may also be an important 
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variable in the decision to elect green burial if the reason behind this decision was 
economic. As green burial becomes more prevalent, individuals who are unable or 
unwilling to afford traditional services may begin to utilize this option as a means of 
cheaper burial. Although prices vary by location and options such as reef balls are more 
costly, the average green burial is still thousands of dollars less than a traditional funeral. 
Future research is needed to understand if environmental or economic reasons are the 
primary motive behind the decision to elect a green burial. 
Death as a Variable 
Overall the findings from the AARP survey were fairly consistent with findings 
from previous research on support for environmental movements. However, there is one 
significant difference between this and previous studies. The emphasis in 
environmentalism is to sustain and protect the environment. Typically individuals who 
participate in these movements gain a sense that they are protecting the earth, and that by 
doing their part they will be agents of change and renewal of life on the earth. There is a 
focus on life. Living it, sustaining it and passing it on to the next generation. The idea of 
green burial is to accomplish the same end, though its adherents will not be around to 
enjoy the fruits of their own labor. At its core this movement is about burial and 
ultimately about death. Death remains a subject that is considered taboo in modem 
society and calls to mind images of rot and disease. As advances in medicine provide new 
opportunities for prevention and treatment, death becomes aligned with a failure to 
sustain life. In this context incorporating burial into the environmental movement seems 
like a paradox. At the same time it is not. There was a time when the ideology of death 
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promoted it as a natural part of the life cycle, as something neither good nor bad but a 
neutral constant in everyone's life. As a movement green burial is attempting to 
reconstruct this ideology in a very physical sense to reintegrate the human body back into 
this system. While a growing number of Americans are willing to reuse and recycle, 
fewer may be willing to put these principles into practice with their own bodies. 
It is possible that any differences in support found in this data and in the literature 
could be attributed to societal attitudes towards death. I argue that in order to gain the 
fullest understanding of support of this movement a research tool should be constructed 
that considers attitudes towards death as a variable. 
Environmentalism, Death and the 'Ethos of Waste' 
Environmentalism is based, in part, on the premise of an obligation that we as 
human beings have to protect and sustain the earth. As a result of this obligation 
individuals are often forced to reconsider the way that they use and dispose of material 
resources. The relationship between humanity and garbage has developed an 'ethos of 
waste' which dictates how we view and relate to our material waste. Of this Guy 
Hawkins (2006) writes "modernity brought values such as convenience, cleanliness and 
replaceability, fostering the creation of an 'ethos of disposability' in which distance and 
denial pervaded out relationship with waste." Here again modernity has changed the 
social context of a relationship society has created with an outside force. This idea of 
object permanence, or the lack thereof birthed from the idea of replaceability, proved to 
be especially advantageous to the undertaker. Citing health concerns and the spread of 
contamination (Sappol 2002) acquired through knowledge gained as "medically trained" 
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individuals, undertakers were able utilize this 'ethos of disposability' to break away from 
more environmentally conservative practices such as reusing coffins (for purposes of the 
wake) or multiple individuals in one grave (Davies 2005) in favor of single use vessels 
and burial plots. Initially this would have been well received; it was in line with newly 
emerging ideals about cleanliness and may have provided additional profit for coffm 
makers, grave diggers and other death workers. As the trade evolved from undertaker to 
funeral director so did the nature of the services he provided. What was once a simpler 
process of washing, embalming and dressing a corpse for burial in a pine box became an 
elaborate ceremony involving formaldehyde, cosmetics and specially designed clothing 
for the dead (Mitford 1963). 
Great time and effort went into preparing the body of the deceased and in making 
them appear "dignified," "serene," or "peacefully sleeping" rather than dead. Ironically 
these efforts were put, quite literally to waste, as the final destination of the body was 
placement in a vaulted casket to be deposited into the ground at burial. 
The impact of green burial on this 'ethos of waste' is two fold. First, it forces our 
society to consider the amount of waste we produce. Broto (2007) suggests that waste 
represents a central contradiction in our society: it represents that which we reject, yet we 
produce a great deal of it through our "inherently wasteful consumer lifestyles." Evidence 
of the waste we produce surrounds us. Hawkins (2006) writes that materiality makes 
waste denial impossible; waste asserts itself in our environment. He continues by stating 
that once we stop denying waste we begin to see it for its possibilities beyond just 
"rubbish." By doing so we can improve our relationship with waste. Overall 
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environmental ism has done well addressing this issue with a wealth of research devoted 
to the negative impact that traditional burial has on the environment and looking very 
specifically at the amount of natural resources buried back in American cemeteries each 
year. The second part of this impact is not as well addressed perhaps in part because it is 
not as palatable to society. The relationship between green burial and the 'ethos of waste' 
forces individuals to consider a most difficult reality: once life has departed, the human 
body itself becomes material waste. If a particular corpse is embalmed, placed in a casket 
and then sealed in a vault the body is not allowed to decompose naturally thus 
circumventing the whole concept of "ashes to ashes." 
As such the image of cemeteries serving as quiet beacons of eternal rest becomes 
one of quasi landfills of chemically processed human remains. Being able to look at the 
body in this way would be difficult for some and even insulting or sacrilegious for others. 
This plays into society ' s desire to disassociate itself from anything pertaining to death. It 
also could be seen as damaging to the ego to see the physical manifestation of oneself 
(the body) reduced to material waste at death. However if as a society we are able to 
overcome th.is and see the body in th.is context th.is would better position us to make 
burial decisions that are more environmentally sound and, as adherents would argue, a 
more dignified alternative for the deceased. 
Death and Culture in America: Overcoming the Social Distance 
Through the rise of modernity, with its advances in medicine and sanitation and in 
conjunction with the changing of etiquette and social norms born from the Victorian era, 
the presence of death in American society had all but disappeared. This was mainly 
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accomplished in two ways, by the removal of the dying into institutions such as hospitals, 
nursing homes and hospices (Moller 1996) and by the emergence of professional death 
workers such as the undertaker (Davies 2005). Doing this reduced societal contact with 
the deceased and reinforced beliefs that corpses were sources of contamination and 
disease (Sappol 2002) and therefore should be given over to the care of professionals. 
While the practice of embalming became widely utilized during the Civil War to 
preserve the bodies of Union soldiers for the journey home (Moller 1996), the popularity 
of the custom spread among the American general public by the early twentieth century 
(Laderman 2003). 
In its infancy embalming was typically done in the home of the deceased (Davies 
2005) and wakes were held in a front room of the house, or the "parlor" (Puckle 1925). 
Family members and other loved ones would still have had the opportunity to be involved 
in the dressing or washing of the body and would have stayed with them during the 
visitation and remained so until the time of burial. As the physical space in which dying 
occurred shifted from the home into institutions so did the role of the undertaker. Before 
this shift he primarily aided the family in preparing the body for burial. However, after 
this role began to shift and he became more and more responsible for the deceased: 
embalming, washing dressing and even housing them in the funeral parlor until burial 
with increasingly less participation from the deceased's family. In today's society 
contact with the deceased has been minimized to virtually nothing; at the time of death or 
shortly there after to sign the body over to the funeral director and at the wake or burial. 
Hospitals have morgues where the deceased can wait for the funeral home staff discreetly 
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hidden away from the living and wakes can be conducted with a closed coffin. The 
growing availability of e-condolences, accessible through funeral and newspaper 
websites, and online florists has created an environment in which even attendance at a 
funeral becomes optional and the living are completely alienated from this social ritual 
surrounding death. 
The occupation of the funeral director was formally established to address the 
perceived need to remove the care of the dead from the public sector for health and 
etiquette reasons. Death and death work has been considered socially taboo throughout 
the ages and would have been especially distasteful to the delicate sensibilities of 
modem, civilized individuals. Historically other death workers such as mutes, wailers, sin 
eaters and watchers were considered social outcasts who were only called upon when 
their services were needed. In the dawn of his profession the funeral director may have 
been treated with the same disregard, however over time he was able to bill himself as a 
trained professional capable of performing necessary work in a highly medicalized 
fashion. Removing the responsibility of this work from the relatives ofthe deceased 
would have come as a very welcome service, one that people would be willing to pay 
well for in order to give their deceased the proper funeral and burial. 
While death has always been a taboo subject in American society it is also one 
that has generated a great deal of fascination. Perhaps the greatest unintended 
consequence of the removal of death from society is that by eliminating the opportunity 
for firsthand experiences with death (other than our own), we are left to learn how to 
relate to death from other places. These outlets such as literature, the internet, movies and 
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television have devoted an entire genre of work to the act of death and dying. Typically 
these works portray death as dark, frightening or tragic (Laderman 2003) or as eroticized 
(Moller 1996). Since the 1970' s horror and "snuff' films have portray torture and death 
in agonizing detail for the purpose of entertainment. Television shows like HBO's Six 
Feet Under have offered a fictionalized glimpse into the backstage region of the funeral 
home business; exposing a dark place with troubled people. 
While this has been the typical manner in which death is presented in our popular 
culture, it leads us to ask ourselves is death is absent in our culture because of these 
frightening portrayals or if it is the other way around? Regardless ofhow it began, each 
perpetuates the other and furthers the divide between death and American society. 
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CHAPTER VI 
CONCLUSION 
The following chapter summarizes the methodology and significant findings. 
Implications are presented, and future areas of research are suggested. The application of 
this information to the general public and the implications that the movement may have 
on the funeral industry is discussed. Finally, I will address the direction that this 
movement may be heading in the future. 
Summary 
Data from the AARP 2007 Funeral and Burial Planners Survey was analyzed to 
better understand support for the green burial movement. Gender, geographic region, age, 
income and education were used as independent variables. I ran frequencies on each of 
the six items representing the independent variables and the one representing the 
dependent variable to insure that the data was clean and to test for reliability then ran 
cross tabs on each of the independent variables against the dependent variable. Bivariate 
analyses were used to identifY characteristics of supporters of green burial. I found that 
supporters of green burial were more likely to be female, young (50-59) and living in the 
South. Supporters were not found to be highly educated, typically having a high school 
diploma or some college and earning less than $50,000 per year. Perhaps the most 
interesting findings were that support for green burial decreased as education increased 
and that support was found to be greatest in the South. All of the findings were 
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consistent with previous studies found in the literature with the exception of research on 
reg1on. 
Implications 
Application to the General Public 
At present this movement represents a little used alternative to traditional burial 
practices in the U.S. however as land space decreases and environmental concern 
increases people will be forced to rethink how we use our land and the resources within 
it. As such traditional burial may cease to be practical or possible and green burial may 
increase in practice. 
One important aspect of this movement is that it demystifies death. By promoting 
burial. of a body in a natural state the removal of the elaborate process of embalming and 
cosmetic alteration is possible. This strips away the "magical illusion" of the funeral 
(Bartlett and Riches 2007) and leaves individuals face to face with death. This becomes 
especially so in situations where family elects to participate in the washing and burial of 
their own loved ones. Adherents of this movement, such as Jerrigrace Lyons, would 
argue that this close contact with the deceased allows for the reality of death to be more 
fully grasped by survivors and promotes healthy mourning. Creating spaces where 
individuals are allowed to have positive interactions with death could have tremendous 
cultural impact on how society views death and remove some of the fears that we have 
towards death and dying. 
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Implications for the Funeral Industry 
The data shows that there is significant interest in alternative means of burial, 
especially among younger, female respondents living in the west. As interest in this 
movement increases so will the number of facilities offering services to meet the need. 
Contrary to the controversy over the Mitford book I do not believe that it is the intention 
of this movement to be considered as an attack on the American funeral industry. While 
the principles behind green burial are inherently different than traditional burial, it may in 
fact represent a shift in ideals that the funeral industry will have to eventually embrace. 
The current burial practices of American society have been in practice for nearly a 
century however the damage done by these practices will not be sustainable for another. 
Different methods of burial will be both necessary and inevitable. In general the 
movement is aimjng to improve means of burial not replace the funeral industry. The 
Green Burial Council works with funeral homes to incorporate green certified practices, 
such as burial packages that exclude embalming, information on green burial preserves 
and plain pine or card board boxes for burial, into their current services as another option 
like cremation. 
The Future of the Green Burial Movement 
It is a certainty that this movement represents a social phenomenon that will remain 
as part of the American funeral culture. The individuals discussed in the historic 
ethnography, in addition to many others, have worked to establish a viable movement in 
the U.S. and thus far it appears that their efforts have been successful; during the course 
of this research 5 new natural burial preserves were in the process of being developed and 
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one was opened. The first public green cemetery was opened in Lawrence, KS. With each 
new cemetery media attention is directed towards the movement thus increasing public 
awareness of this burial option. This also occurs in conjunction with documentaries and 
television shows dedicated to the "green movement" in general, as considering this type 
of burial is considered to be among the "greenest of the green" acts. 
For those who wish to adhere to the principle of utilizing this method of burial as 
a means to sustain the planet the future of this movement in the U.S. is likely to lie in 
promession once it is approved for use. This process has many advantages that make it a 
desirable option; it is good for the environment, relatively inexpensive and can be utilized 
to make other burial alternatives such as reef balls or jewelry produced from the carbon 
found in cremains better for the environment by eliminating the use cremation. 
While the heart of this movement will always be environmentalism, in the future it 
will be considered a movement of burial reform. Land is a finite resource; what we have 
buried into it and how we have used it in the past will continue to effect future 
generations. Traditional burial as we know it in this country is simply not a sustainable 
practice. Adherents of the movement have suggested that in the near future traditional 
burial will viewed as something of a luxury, reserved for a very select few; those who 
could afford. Much in the same way as the elaborate mummification and burial practices 
of the ancient Egyptians were considered. As such green burial could become less of an 
alternative and more of the new burial standard for the average American. 
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Future Research 
This thesis represents an initial investigation into this newly emerging social movement. 
At the time that this research was conducted there was only one survey instrument 
available with data specific on this topic. In order to better understand support of this 
movement a new research tool is needed. Information on support among younger 
Americans is especially crucial as the AARP survey did not collect data from respondents 
younger than 50. To fully understand the effect on socioeconomic status on support 
information on employment would need to be collected and analyzed. A comprehensive 
tool would also include an independent variable to measures respondent's general 
attitudes toward mortality in order to ascertain if this influences support for or decision to 
elect green burial. 
Green burial challenges the age old paradigm of conspicuous waste and status 
display that occur in funerals and burial. The old discourse suggested that lavish and 
expensive burials were meant to be displays of the wealth and power of the deceased. To 
do anything less that the most opulent that one could afford would cause the individual in 
question to loose face. This newly emerging paradigm a perceived connection between 
what is good for the individual and what is good for the environment. The individual who 
elects a green burial does not loose face. Future research should explore this emerging 
ethic and its impact on American burial practices. 
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